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The following background is from the Australian War Memorial and Australian Museum. 

15 February 1942 British commander Lieutenant General Arthur Percival. More than 130,000 Allied troops 

were taken prisoner.  

More than 15,000 Australian soldiers were captured. Of these, more than 7,000 would die as prisoners of 

war.  

The Imperial Japanese Army had invaded the Malay Peninsula on 8 December 1941, landing in the north at 

Khota Bharu in Malaya and Pattani and Songkhla in Thailand. 

The majority of Australian prisoners from Changi and Java were sent to Thailand to assist in the building of 

the railway. D, F, H Forces and K and L Forces (Medical) left Changi in 1942-43 for Thailand. Prisoners of 

war were also transported from Java. 

Dunlop Force, commanded by Colonel E. E. “Weary” Dunlop, arrived at Konyu, in Thailand, from Java in 
January 1943. It was divided into two battalions, each 450-strong: O battalion (commanded by Major H. G. 
Grenier) and P battalion (commanded by Major F. A. Woods). Dunlop Force was the first group of 
Australians to reach the southern end of the railway. Captain J. L. Hands commanded A battalion (337-
strong), and the Dutch R battalion also came under Dunlop's command. The force eventually moved to 
Hintok. 

D Force (2,242-strong under Lieutenant Colonel C. A. McEachern) left Changi for Bampong in four groups 
between 14 and 18 March 1943. Later, D Force moved to Hintok (to work on Pack of Cards Bridge), where 
McEachern took over the command of Dunlop Force. D Force was also stationed at Kanburi, Tarsau and 
Konyu, where they worked on Hell Fire Pass. 

H Force, including 600 Australians commanded by Lieutenant Colonel R. F. Oakes, left Changi on 5 May 
1943. From Bampong, they marched 140 kilometres north to Tarsau. H Force joined D Force in cutting Hell 
Fire Pass; 179 men in H Force died. 

The railway was completed on 16 October 1943. Most prisoners were returned to Changi and some were 
sent as technical workers to Japan between April and June 1944 to work in heavy industry. They were 
concentrated in Saigon before moving to Japan. Some were returned to Singapore for shipping; others 
stayed at Saigon until the end of the war. 

 

In 2019 as a serving member of the 8/7 Royal Victoria Regiment I was privileged to be awarded the 
‘Pompey’ Elliot Scholarship. Due to life and COVID-19 I was not able to undertake the trip as planned until 
2023. I had already done a tour of the Western Front and wanted to do something that was close to home 
and given my own physical limitations felt the Kokoda Trail was out so decided on the Thailand-Burma 
Railway. It is a part of Australia’s military history that I knew very little about.  

 Late August 2023 saw me set off from our home in Ballarat to Thailand dragging my ex-army husband and 
two children (15 & 11) in tow. I received some great information and tips from several colleagues on where 
to go, what to see and how to get there etc.  

Having served in Brisbane and Darwin in the ARA I was expecting the humidity that comes part and parcel 
of Asian countries, my Victorian bred children not so much. After flying into Bangkok into what felt like a 



heatwave after leaving the cold Ballarat winter behind, we started to map out our plans. Accommodation 
was booked in Kanchanaburi but that was the extent of the plans.   

We wanted to do as much as possible by utilising local information and means rather than tours booked to 
a schedule and so glad, we did. It gave us the opportunity to explore so much more and longer if we 
wished than a formal tour would have allowed us to.  

We left Bangkok to travel to Kanchanaburi via the local 

railway system on a train I’m sure I have seen only in 

movies and museums. We spent four hours sitting on a 

hard wooden bench seat watching the landscape rattle by 

and locals interact and sell their wares. Very different to 

our airconditioned padded Vline trains. Despite the 

language barrier the conductor made sure we got off at 

the right stop.  

 

 

Our first excursion in Kanchanaburi was to The Thailand–Burma 

Railway Centre which is located across the street from the 

Kanchanaburi War Cemetery.  

The centre is very informative and set out so you follow a timeline 

from the first exhibit to the last. It includes many life size displays, 

dioramas and personal effects of those who lived and worked on 

the railway.  

 

A Trestle from one of the many bridges  

built by the POWS       

 

 

https://www.tbrconline.com/
https://www.tbrconline.com/


 

 



 

 

 

    

 

 



Then there is this strange museum in the middle of town claiming to be the World War II Museum and is 

often mistaken for the JEATH Museum.  It attempts to cover a lot of the railway but is also a mish mash of 

other irrelevant collections – a rich jewellers fancy possibly? This museum even claims to have a casket 

filled with the bones of Native Asians who were forced to work on the railway line.  

However, has great views of the Bridge on the River Kwai. The bridge is full of tourists walking along the 

railways. The train comes along and everyone just steps to the side.  

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



World War II Museum 

 

 

 

 



Hell Fire Pass 

The highlight of the trip without doubt was Hell Fire Pass, also known 

as Konyu Cutting. We were told to catch the big red bus at the busy 

local bus depot. Again, the driver and his conductor made sure we 

got off at the right stop. The Hell Fire Pass centre is located within a 

Thai military base. There was a guide on the gate to advise how to get 

to the centre.  

 

 

 

 

The Interpretive centre tells not only the story of the railway line and its construction but also the 

individual stories of the men who built it. You could easily spend a couple of hours reading the stories of 

the men and watching the testimonies that play in a continuous loop.  



 





 

 





 

Tributes left by family members to remember those who served.  

 

 

   



 

Hell Fire Pass Memorial and In Memory of Weary Dunlop plaque. 

 



 

 



 

After reaching the Memorial where 

many turn back we decided to push on 

to three tier bridge. Unfortunately, we 

didn’t make it to the end as we knew 

we wanted to catch the train back to 

Kanchanaburi.  

 

 



 

           

 



 

The POWs had to dig and blast their way through the 

mountain for hours on end often surviving on a handful 

of rice a day or what fish they source from the river if 

their camp was close enough.  



 

 

 



 

 

The view from the centre 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After racing to catch the big Red bus back to Kanchanaburi we jumped off at the next village in order to 

ride the train back.  



The train uses the 

railway line that was 

built by the POWs 

including many parts 

that is still as it was 

when built. Many 

tourists jumping on 

to ride the trestle 

section where it 

clings to the side of 

the mountain and 

then getting off at 

the next stop.  

 

 

 

 

 

There is no doubt it is a scenic view as it winds its way around the hills following the Kwai river. It also 

makes you wonder what these men endured in order to complete it in the timeframe the Japanese forced 

them to work too.  

 

 



The train rambles over the River Kwai 

stopping at Kanchanaburi train station.

 

Final stops in Kanchanaburi included the war cemetery and JEATH Museum.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



It is quite poignant that when you enter the cemetery the first grave you see is that of 22-year-old 

Australian Private Bradley who lost his life in November 1943 just after the railway was completed.  

 

 



After the war priority was to find the living and 

repatriate them back to their countries. A 

group of men chose to stay on and assist with 

locating and identifying graves of those lost 

during the harsh unforgiving conditions, they 

were forced to live and work in. Even with 

limited resources every effort during the 

occupation had been made to record and 

account for every man and their graves. 

Therefore, they were able to recover the 

remains and moved to their final resting place. 

Three cemeteries make up the final resting place for these men.  

 

 

 



 

   

 



The JEATH Museum is a small museum 

located on the River Kwai that is 

dedicated to the construction of the 

Burma-Thai Railway. JEATH stands for 

Japanese, English, Australian, Thai and 

Holland as the principal nations involved 

in the construction.  

There is a long hut that shows how the 

POWs would have lived but you are not 

allowed to take photos of the inside of 

the hut. The other buildings hold a 

variety of paintings, artefacts and 

newspaper clippings relating to the 

railway line.   

 

   

Of course, a trip to Thailand is not complete without a visit to the 

Grand Palace and a visit to the gallery surrounding the Temple which 

depicts the story of the Ramakien. The story is about a battle 

between King Tosakanth – king of demons and the human king 

Rama. Toskanth Kidnaps Rama’s queen and the murals depicts the 

battles and the rescue of King Rama’s queen. There 178 panels in 

total.  

 

I wish to thank the Royal Victorian Regiment Association for 

sponsoring the Pompey Elliott Scholarship and the 8/7 Royal Victoria 

Regiment for nominating me for this award. If not for this award I 

most likely would not have ever made the trip to Thailand or learnt 

so much about our rich if sometimes harrowing military history. 

These men and women were so brave and endured conditions many 

of us could only wonder about. I feel extremely privileged and humbled to have had the opportunity to 

learn about and experience a fraction of what is Hell Fire Pass.  

 


